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| should like to make my presentation in two moments. The first one will be an evocation of my own
touristy curatorial practice. The second one will address the Dakar Biennale. This event will be

confronted to the centre and periphery paradigm.
1. Curatorial practices

Confronting the tourist to the regular walker in the city, Heidegger noted that the tourist enjoyed
going where everyone will go. He will visit the most famous places and monuments in the city while
the walker just walk. Doing so, the walker does not rush. So he could take time to be curious, to
watch around, and make some interesting meetings. He involved in a structure that recalls the
finality without finality Emmanuel Kant has defined. His goal is not to go to reach a specific

destination, but to walk in order to walk, and he keeps opened to new experiences.

Most of the time, the curator effectively acts as a tourist. As a tourist is a foreigner one could apply
to him this African proverb: ‘the foreigner has big eyes, but he does see nothing’. He will rush to
the main galleries, to the studios of the most famous artists without taking a look to the essential
part of the city: the people, the small differences that make singular the ambiance, the social and

political preoccupations, etc. He will involve in the central part of the city body.

I made this experience several times while curating the international fine arts exhibition called
Grapholies. This international exhibition of fine arts took place in Abidjan in December 1993. As
curator, | was asked to go to the ministry of culture or the national commission for culture in the
countries | visited and provide them an official invitation for 3 artists from their choice. To spread
the information | paid also visit to French cultural centers in Bamako, Lomé, Ouagadougou,
Bamako, Dakar and British councils in Accra and Lagos. One could say, that as traveler, | just visit

the official monuments, before going occasionally to some artists’ studios.

| experienced another form of this dialectic between touristy visit and regular walk while | went to
Cape Town, in South Africa, in order to make a survey for the Dakar Biennale. It was in December

1997. | got accommodation in a hotel in the central part of the city and | called a very prominent



artist Jane Alexander. Fortunately, she was available and hours after checking up, | was in her flat. |
proposed her to apply for Dakar Biennale. Her reaction was simply great. She told me : you just
arrive today and as | live in the central part of the city, you come easily to my place. And now, you
are trying to invite me. But | don’t need this invitation. You are Black and you work for a young
African biennale. You better go to the township, where there are a lot of wonderful young artists.

You would surely meet there more pertinent artists than | could be.

She is right. Effectively, Jane Alexander who is a lovely person is part of what for me could be called
the central part of the hearth of African contemporary art. Together with Yinka Shonibare, Ouattara,
El Anatsui, Cheri Samba, Body Kinguelez, etc, she has been exhibited everywhere in the world, in
huge global exhibitions or in solo exhibitions. But in the same time, she feels sad today, not to be
in smaller exhibitions inside Africa. After the tour of the world, she is very concerned of showing
her works to local publics. But most of the time, curators in Africa don’t avoid inviting her because
she is supposed to be over-exhibited. That is a critical issue: the common public enjoys seeing
stars. Has a curator the right to avoid showcasing an artist just because he is already well known? |
have a practical answer. The curator may not show only well known artists. He must take the risk to

show young artists together with some eminent artists.

At the end of this curatorial tour that leaded me in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique, |
decided to dedicate the solo show | was allowed to present to Willie Bester. Linda Givon is one of
the main collectors of Willie Bester’s works. | called her to try to borrow some works from her
collection. She was completely angry against me because, during my survey, | went to
Johannesburg, and | did not pay here a visit. She complained very vehemently, insulted and blamed
me. Believe me, this call was one of the most difficult in my life. This case could get a touristic
relevance. | have the impression that the honorable Linda Givon felt herself as a monument of the
art scene in Johannesburg and it is true that she played an exceptional role in defending African

art, including during the apartheid period.

Partial conclusions:

The curator is a tourist. Artists also involve as a tourist. The flow of arts works between the
periphery and the centre are more important than the flow from Centre to periphery on one hand,
the flow of arts works and artists within the periphery, in the other hand. The lack of opportunities
and the deficit of structures are symptomatic of the life in the periphery.

Art is a modality of the acceleration of the flow from periphery towards the centre.

2. Biennales



Among about the 200 biennales that are going on every year around the world, Dakar Biennale called
Dak’art is with Cairo Biennale the only two big events that take place in Africa. While the Cairo Biennale

is specifically devoted to Arabic countries, the Dakar one gives the floor to African Artists.

This exclusive option makes sense if we take in consideration the deficit of presence of African artists
on the main international art scene. Before it launching in 1992, only two African artists were gathered
at Venice biennale. Documenta X| was ruled by Okwi Enwezor, in 2002. It included only 15 African
among the 116 selected artists. Knowing that the last edition of Sao Paulo biennale in Brazil, brought
together 119 artists, imagine how many African artists were included in this global show? Only 6. That
is not all. 4 of them come in South Africa, 1 from Angola and another 1 from Benin. One more

calculation! Among the 119 selected artists, 21 were Brazilian. Among them, only one is Black.

These data could nourish the illusion that Africa is a single country. But, they exemplify the
marginalization African contemporary artists confront on the international scene of contemporary art.
The deficit of African artistic presence in the main rendezvous of visuals arts as Venice biennale,

Dokumenta, Sao Paolo biennale, is part of the discourse of legitimation developed by Dakar biennale.

But Dakar is not peripheral just because it takes places in a peripheral continent. The event is
peripheral also by its small budget of 1 million euros. For the last edition only half of this budget
was available. That is why any step of the implementation of the biennale looks hazardous. The
first curatorial model experimented by the Dakar biennale consisting in inviting artists through
their diplomatic representation in Senegal, came from the lack of resources. It is not relevant, as

lolanda Pensa wrote, of the will to perform the Venice biennale model.

In 1992, while Dakar Biennale first edition was organized, the exhibiton Magiciens de la terre was
still in the mind of the international art professional. One could remember that Magiciens de la
terre that took place in Paris in 1989, launched towards the centre, a range of colorful neo-
primitivists artists as Fréderic Bruly Bouabré, Tokoudagba, Effaimblo, Kwei, Cheri Samba... From
Africa, the curatorial figure that prevailed in this experience is the curator as a boy scout. The

report Andre Magnin wrote about his journeys in Africa, is clearly acrobatic.

Compared to Magiciens de la terre, Dak’art developped another version of African contemporary
art. It aimed to organize in Africa an international show devoted to African artists. After the 1992
edition that was the first one, the second edition will arrive in 1996. The curatorial model that will
replace the official invitation approach is still functioning in Dakar Biennale. It consists of an
opened call for submissions. Artists send their folio to the administrative staff of the Biennale that

submits them to an international selection comity. The selection comity screens the works and



makes decisions. From this method, on could say, that Dakar Biennale doest not select artists but

only works, without a necessary knowledge of who is the author of the piece.

From 1996 to 2004, only 4 or 6 curators in the team of the international selection comity have the
right to organize solo shows. The choices they made, demonstrate that definitively a certain period
is over, the time of the hegemony of Artists very close to the President of Republic as Paul Yahi,
Lyolo, Dakar School of Painting, etc, is over. It remained under the predomination of naive and

decorative paintings as it has been popularized by Brazzaville, Poto-Poto School.

But a lot of things keep in place - the western fascination. Dakar School, or Poto-poto School, were tryin
to attract European or American tourists or visitors. Dakar Biennale will try first to attract western ai
professionals - directors of galleries, museums, curators. In order to achieve this goal, the door has bee
opened to international curators as Marie Claude Volfin as Aica general secretary; Jean-Loup Pivin as
representant of an art revue; Yukiya Kawaguchi (Japan); Achille Bonito Oliva; Chantal Pondrian

(Parachute, Montreal); David Eliot; Orlando Britto Jinorio; Sarah Diamond, Gerald Matt; Thomas Boutoux.

As members of the selection comity and members of the international art society, they shape the
exhibition in order to facilitate its international reception. But there is at least one danger. When
Achile Bonita selected an artist, he didn’t address the Senegalese public he has no idea of. He

addresses his colleagues in Venice or London. He will try to avoid their criticism.

This range of considerations help to understand why from 1996 to 2004, about 60 % of the artists
presented in Dakar biennale are living and working in the West. That is to say that Dakar biennale
was developing a peripheral effect against the local artists who are about to admit that the shortcut
to be selected in Dakar biennale is to reside in Europe or in USA. It is pernicious. At the same time,
after the promotion of founds objects arts works (1996-1998), conceptual art and video and multi

medias installations became the selected artists dominant language.

This situation will provoke two strong reactions. At the end of the 1996 edition of Dak’art, on
behalf on the Association of Professional Visual Artists, Diatta Seck, pointed out the ‘prejugés’ and
the ‘omissions’ made by the international selection comity, and declared: ‘on must organize a big
and prestigious exhibition opened for artists who are pure products of the school of Dakar...
Found objects works will not have a place in such an exhibition. Only ‘images and colours, poetry

and rhetoric.” In 2002, reacting against the tendency of the Dak’art Biennale to promote the so

' Cf. Jean Meissa Diop.- « L’anti dak’art 96 », in Walfadjiri, Dakar, 16 mai 1996.



called conceptual art that showcases as art work, anything without limit, Ousmane Sow, one of the

prominent sculptor stated in 2002: “a piece of sugar in a glass will never become an art work’.

In 2006, my main concern as Dakar Biennale curator has been to think to African public first. | have
no professional or aesthetic position to defend in Dartington or in Berlin. Not yet. | encouraged my
team to selected works that could both be understood by a local and an international public. We try
also to give more chance to Artists who are living in Africa. Only 13 among the 103 artists of the
selection | presented last year belonged to African Diaspora. The selection is received by most of
the professional including western curators, as one of the best, in artistic terms. We worry about
history and memory. Africa has a so tremendous memory (slavery, apartheid, genocide, etc) that
could encapsulate the glorious side of the past.

African history concerns also art history; and as a curator in a continent where there are just few
museums of modern or contemporary art, | feel in duty to give an historical background to the

public.

Conclusion

Jacques Derrida noted: ‘one may not become angry against someone who speaks a foreigner language’;

The criticism against the biennale is significant of the fact that the institution and the Artistic

community are speaking in the same language, even if it is not to say that they mean the same things.

In fact, from 1996 to 2006, the development of the Dakar Biennale consecrated the curatorial power on

African art scene. One could say that Curators stand in the centre of the system, while Artists are

becoming more and more peripheral. This power, as any power, needs to be balanced. The huge off

program of Dakar Biennale that concerns more than 150 exhibitions organised in galleries, homes, restaurants, is a

good signal on this way.



